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Only two years ago a number of 
learned journals carried commemora- 
tive papers in the centenary year of 
Maxwell's death, and now it is time to 
celebrate the 150th anniversary of his 
birth. Apart from a short BBC radio 
portrait of Maxwell earlier this year, 
few papers have yet appeared and cer- 
tainly nothing like J J Thomson’s 
centenary volume of 1931. Therefore it 
may well be that Tolstoy’s contribution 
— thanks of course to a Scottish pub- 
lisher — may be making a lone appear- 
ance. 

What then does Tolstoy offer and 
for whom is it written? It must be 
stressed that this work is essentially 
biographical and, although Maxwell's 
scientific contribution is placed in 
some context, this is not a sourcebook 
on 19th century physics. There is, 
however, an excellent annotated 
bibliography for those who wish to 
pursue the history further. What the 
author has done, and done quite 
admirably, is to re-present the facts 
and events surrounding Maxwell's life, 
from various secondary sources: from 
Campbell and Garnett, Maxwell’s first 
biographers who wrote their account 
well before Hertz detected the pre- 
dicted electromagnetic waves, and 
from more recent scholarship. 
Although it is not an attempt at a 
definitive biography it is, nevertheless, 
packed with immense detail to illus- 
trate something of the ‘wholeness’ of 
this Victorian master. Tolstoy’s concern 
is to redress the injustice presented by 
the nonscientists who do not know that 
here is a man whose contribution 
nears that of Newton and Einstein. My 
own view is that we should cease wor- 
rying about nonscientific people. Their 
needs are different and we would be 
better to leave the image of science 
and scientists to popularisers such as 
the Bronowskis and the Sagans for | 
doubt whether this book, as it is writ- 
ten, presents anything new or particu- 
larly appealing. It is an honest to 
goodness biography and, as such, 
should find a place on a library shelf. 
Even if the tedious memorabilia of a 
Victorian childhood produce little 
excitement today, the chapters describ- 
ing Maxwell's creative period are of 
some interest and so we must compli- 
ment the author on his research and 
thank him for presenting us with a new 
and accessible source of this detail. 
Brian Gee 


* Orders, with remittance please, direct to Canongate Pub- 
lishing, 17 Jeffrey Street, Edinburgh EH1 1DR — marking 
envelope ‘IOP Offer’ — not later than 31 March 1982. 
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